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Art plays a crucial role in allowing children to showcase 
their intellectual, emotional, and aesthetic capabilities 
(Wright, 2014). While earlier research has highlighted the 
significance of visual arts, which, like an early form of 
language, are a means for young children to communicate 
their ideas and emotions (Rudolph & Wright, 2015; Wright, 
2014), visual arts education has been largely ignored (Leung, 
2018; Lindsay, 2021). In 2017, the Hong Kong Kindergar-
ten Education Curriculum Guide expanded the domain of 
“arts” to “arts and creativity,” placing an “emphasis on the 
learning elements of free expression and creativity” (Cur-
riculum Development Council, 2017, p. 29). Nevertheless, 
there are barriers to changing the arts curriculum. Parents 
expect their children to concentrate on their academic stud-
ies and often resist attempts by schools to allocate time and 
resources to artistic activities. The kindergarten curriculum 
allocates minimal room for arts teachers, resulting in limited 
opportunities for children to engage in visual arts experi-
ences (Bautista et al., 2018). Most kindergarten teachers in 
the field are still untrained in early visual arts (EVA) (Leung, 
2018).

While several overseas studies have shown that arts par-
ticipation has a strong positive influence on children’s learn-
ing (Menzer, 2015), few studies have focused on arts-related 
studies in Hong Kong. Therefore, this study aimed to (1) 
examine teachers’ content knowledge in early visual arts 
education (EVAE), (2) investigate their pedagogical con-
tent knowledge in EVAE classrooms, and (3) explore the 
perceived challenges of kindergarten teachers in teaching 
visual arts for children.

Abstract In the past, visual arts education in Hong Kong 
was not considered an important area of early childhood edu-
cation. While the Hong Kong kindergarten curriculum has 
recently been updated to encourage creativity, there remains 
a lack of adequate visual arts education for young children. 
This deficiency stems from the fact that the visual arts 
receive minimal attention within Hong Kong teacher edu-
cation programs. Little research has been conducted on how 
visual arts education is actually delivered in local kinder-
garten classrooms in Hong Kong and what kinds of artistic 
knowledge and skills kindergarten teachers need. Therefore, 
this study aimed to investigate kindergarten teachers’ con-
tent knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge in early 
visual arts education (EVAE) and to identify the challenges 
they faced in teaching visual arts to children. The study sur-
veyed 342 in-service kindergarten teachers in Hong Kong 
and conducted individual interviews with 12 participants. 
The findings revealed that Hong Kong kindergarten teach-
ers generally performed well in terms of their pedagogical 
content knowledge, but they lacked content knowledge in 
various forms of early visual arts (EVA) and faced chal-
lenges in teaching visual arts effectively. This study has the 
potential to change how early childhood visual arts teaching 
is conceptualized and taught in Hong Kong and other Asian 
regions.
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EVAE: Forms and Approaches

Spanning multiple decades, the literature has extensively 
discussed the concept of early childhood art, which encom-
passes children’s expression through dance, drama, visual 
arts, and music (Bresler, 1998). Scholars have argued that 
every art form should be introduced to children in a balanced 
fashion (Bautista et al., 2018), as each form has distinct 
and specific positive effects on children’s development and 
learning. For example, music can enrich children’s learning 
through playful experiences, while visual arts can help chil-
dren express themselves using non-verbal communication 
(Hanna, 2014). Along with painting and sculpture in fine 
arts, media art has recently become an important genre in the 
field of contemporary visual arts. Scholars have pointed out 
that digital devices can support children’s learning in the arts 
(Falloon, 2013; Jowett et al., 2012; Marsh, 2012; Terreni, 
2011). The interactive design of tablet computers, cameras, 
and video recorders allows children to produce more crea-
tive and open-ended content, such as drawings, photos, and 
movies (Stephen & Plowman, 2014).

In recent decades, there has been a paradigm shift in EVA 
teaching from directive to more creative and constructivist 
approaches. (Rosario & Collazo, 1981) conducted observa-
tions in kindergarten classrooms, discovering that teachers 
exerted control over children’s art activities by tightly direct-
ing the choice of art materials and encouraging children to 
create artworks that closely resembled the models provided 
by them. (Jalongo, 1990) elucidated the tendency to under-
value expressive arts, stating that “some adults dichotomize 
achievement and artistic achievement, as if the former were 
nutritious vegetables and the latter, a rich dessert” (p. 196). 
(Bresler, 1993) identified the little-intervention orientation 
whereby teachers provide a variety of arts materials and an 
open environment without evaluating the outcomes and with 
the intention of fostering children’s initiative and autonomy. 
However, according to (Wright, 2003), when teaching in 
arts classrooms lacks support, it can result in a laissez-faire 
attitude.

The concept of constructivist learning has sparked exten-
sive research on how teachers approach facilitating chil-
dren’s visual arts. For example, (Epstein, 2001) proposed 
that in order to enable children to learn from their teachers 
and appreciate artworks in terms of visual arts elements and 
styles, it is important for teachers to acquire an extensive 
variety of artistic knowledge and skills. The results of (Eck-
hoff’s, 2008) study, which investigated the teaching of visual 
arts in kindergarten, demonstrated that integrating mean-
ingful and captivating art viewing experiences facilitated 
teachers’ effective engagement in discussions and fostered 
art appreciation among young children. Additionally, (Eck-
hoff, 2012) highlighted the significance of conversation as 
a fundamental aspect of pedagogy for teaching visual arts 

to young children. Even today, despite their beliefs in con-
structivist approaches to teaching and learning (Denee et al., 
2023; Garvis & Pendergast, 2011; McArdle, 2012), teach-
ers often follow direct teaching methods in arts education 
(Leung et al., 2023).

Teachers’ Self‑Efficacy in EVA

Despite the significance of visual arts pedagogies in early 
childhood education, teachers often express a lack of confi-
dence in their ability to teach visual arts effectively (Garvis, 
2012). Lindsay (2021) and McArdle (2016) pointed out 
that kindergarten teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs and peda-
gogical choices are shaped by their personal experiences 
and beliefs regarding the subject knowledge. These beliefs 
develop through the course of their childhood, pre-service 
teacher education, and professional development. Numer-
ous educational researchers have explored the intricate con-
nections between teachers’ beliefs and practices (e.g., Kim 
& Han, 2015). Extensive literature supports the notion that 
teachers’ practices in kindergarten classrooms align with 
their beliefs about teaching (e.g., McMullen et al., 2006). 
Kindergarten teachers’ personal experiences and beliefs, 
and even their anxieties toward visual arts (Smyth & Davis, 
2016), may also affect their lack of visual arts disciplinary 
knowledge. Recently, many kindergarten teachers in Aus-
tralia reported that they lacked confidence in their visual arts 
knowledge and techniques because they were not artistic at 
all (Lindsay, 2015). In a study conducted by (Hudson, 2006) 
in Australia, it was found that nearly half of the pre-service 
teachers expressed a lack of confidence in their artistic abili-
ties, with some of them specifically expressing concerns that 
they “could not draw” (p. 6). Therefore, investigating the 
contextual beliefs that shape educational practices is of the 
utmost importance (Clark & Grey, 2013; Probine, 2016). In 
particular, it is essential to delve into the origins of educa-
tors’ beliefs regarding their effectiveness in visual arts and 
their knowledge of pedagogical content in EVA (Smyth & 
Davis, 2016).

Content Knowledge and Pedagogical Knowledge 
in EVAE

Prior research has emphasized the importance of inves-
tigating the visual arts efficacy beliefs and pedagogical 
content knowledge of kindergarten teachers (Smyth & 
Davis, 2016). Moreover, (Garvis, 2009, p. 32) pointed out 
that it remains necessary to investigate the reciprocal rela-
tionships between educational contexts, personal factors, 
and self-efficacy. Quality EVAE depends on more than 
just self-efficacy. In addition to having confidence in their 
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own abilities, teachers must possess content knowledge, 
skills, and pedagogical knowledge to support children’s 
engagement in meaningful learning experiences in the arts 
(Klopper & Power, 2010).

During the mid-1980s, Shulman and his colleagues pro-
vided a definition of teachers’ content knowledge that refers 
to the knowledge of a subject or discipline (Grossman et al., 
1989). However, (Shulman, 1986) argued that teaching a 
subject involves more than just acquiring content knowl-
edge. Teachers also need to understand how to effectively 
deliver that knowledge through pedagogy, which is referred 
to as pedagogical content knowledge. Unsurprisingly, the 
pedagogical content knowledge conceptual framework has 
been adopted by scholars of arts education to elucidate the 
reasons behind the challenges faced by numerous kinder-
garten teachers when teaching visual arts to young chil-
dren. (Eckhoff, 2011) discovered that kindergarten teachers 
demonstrated a lack of the required content knowledge and 
pedagogical content knowledge in arts, which impeded them 
from establishing meaningful visual art experiences in the 
classroom and limited their effectiveness in fostering chil-
dren’s procedural and declarative knowledge.

Wen et al. (2011) developed the early childhood teacher 
behavior observation (ECTBO) instrument in accordance 
with the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children’s guidelines. The instrument combines a belief 
assessment with a thorough evaluation of existing class-
room practices. The ECTBO examines a total of 17 specific 
teacher classroom behaviors, taking into account a wide 
range of classroom settings. (Leung et al., 2023) used this 
instrument to explore the pedagogical content knowledge of 
kindergarten teachers in the area of visual arts. They directly 
observed teachers’ teaching behaviors, finding that teachers 
heavily relied on directive teaching methods when delivering 
visual arts lessons.

In Hong Kong, most kindergarten teachers in the field 
are still untrained in EVA. (Leung, 2018) pointed out that 
teacher education institutes prioritize child development, 
teaching methods, and the early childhood education cur-
riculum over aesthetics and creativity. Visual arts modules 
are included in high diploma and bachelor’s degree pro-
grams, but they account for just three out of more than 100 
credits. Kindergarten teachers reported that because they 
had received only limited training in visual arts education, 
visual arts teaching was difficult to practice in a creative and 
play-based manner (Leung, 2018). Given these findings, this 
study used a mixed-methods approach to investigate Hong 
Kong kindergarten teachers’ knowledge of and pedagogical 
approaches to visual arts. This study was guided by the fol-
lowing research questions (RQs):

1. What were kindergarten teachers’ beliefs about early 
visual arts education?

2. What kinds of visual arts knowledge did kindergarten 
teachers possess or lack in their visual arts teaching?

3. How did kindergarten teachers deliver their pedagogi-
cal content knowledge in early visual arts in their class-
rooms?

4. What were the perceived challenges in teaching visual 
arts in kindergartens?

Research Methods

Participants

A survey was conducted to investigate in-service teachers’ 
experiences, perceptions, and needs regarding their visual 
arts teaching. Hong Kong currently has around 13,486 in-
service kindergarten teachers (Education Bureau, 2022). 
For the survey in this study, the sampling pool consisted 
exclusively of the 762 subsidized kindergartens listed in the 
official document of the Kindergarten Education Scheme 
(Education Bureau, 2022). These subsidized kindergartens 
are required by the Education Bureau to adopt an integrated 
learning curriculum (Curriculum Development Council, 
2017). Regarding the sample selection, 40 kindergartens 
from the available pool were selected based on 40 random 
numbers generated by a random number generator. Initially, 
invitations were sent to the 40 principals, and 32 principals 
ultimately agreed to participate in the study. The 342 partici-
pants from the 32 kindergartens were in-service teachers in 
Hong Kong, 94% of whom were female. The mean age was 
31.04 years old (SD = 8.2). Among the participants, 8.6% 
and 65.4% had attained postgraduate and undergraduate 
levels of education, respectively. The mean year of teach-
ing experience was 9.06 years (SD = 8.0). In addition, 91% 
were full-day kindergarten teachers, while 9% were half-day 
teachers. Of the participants, 78% were class teachers, 8% 
were teaching assistants, 2% were specialist teachers, and 2% 
were school managers, including principals and deputy prin-
cipals. The remaining 10% were interns or project assistants.

In addition, an interview study was conducted to investi-
gate the kindergarten teachers’ delivery of their pedagogical 
content knowledge in EVA in their classrooms. Teachers 
from both a full-day nursery school and a half-day kinder-
garten, which were among the 32 participating kindergar-
tens, expressed their willingness to participate in the inter-
view study. All the 12 class teachers were invited to in-depth 
interviews on an individual basis. Table 1 shows the back-
ground characteristics of the teacher participants.

Survey

The target participants were invited to complete an online 
survey using an Internet-accessible computer or cellphone 
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at a time and place convenient for them. To facilitate their 
participation, we contacted the kindergarten principals by 
email, explaining the background of this project and asking 
them to forward consent forms to the participants as well as 
a hyperlink to the survey. The consent forms made it clear 
to the participants that their personal information would be 
kept strictly confidential and that all data presented in pub-
lications would be anonymized.

To design the survey instrument, a group of art practition-
ers and educators were invited to serve as a focus group, 
which defined the items for different themes (e.g., con-
tent knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge) and 
reviewed the items for the questionnaire. To analyze the 
survey findings, the quantitative data were exported from the 
Qualtrics online survey software into an Excel spreadsheet. 
We then generated descriptive and inferential statistics for 
analysis (Aron et al., 2006).

The survey included questions related to six major sec-
tions based on the previously presented literature review and 
the redesigned ECTBO framework (Leung et al., 2023): (1) 
demographic data of teachers; (2) beliefs about EVA; (3) 
pedagogical content knowledge in EVA; (4) content knowl-
edge in EVA; (5) implementation of EVA; and (6) perceived 
challenges of EVA. Leung et al. (2023) adapted the ECTBO 
framework to explain the teaching behaviors in kindergar-
ten classrooms within the context of EVAE. They aimed to 
assess teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge in EVAE by 
employing this framework, originally designed as a general 
conceptual framework. To achieve this, they customized the 
definitions of ECTBO behaviors to align with specific teach-
ing approaches in visual arts. For instance, one of the direc-
tive behaviors, referred to as “praise or reward,” was defined 
as follows in the study: “Teacher gives rewards or makes 
general positive evaluative comments about children, their 
artworks and their behaviors (‘Your picture is beautiful!’ ‘I 
like your design.’ etc.).” One of the non-directive behaviors, 

referred to as “scaffold,” was defined as “Teacher provides a 
small amount of direction, guidance or assistance, while at 
the same time allowing children some choice and control in 
their visual arts activities. The idea is to add something new 
to what children are doing or to suggest new possibilities 
(e.g., teacher assists the child having difficulty opening a 
bottle of glue or asks, ‘Would you like to add more decora-
tions here?’)” (Leung et al., 2023, p. 5).

In this study, these adapted definitions for EVA class-
rooms were included in the questionnaire used to evaluate 
teachers’ behaviors. Table 2 provides an explanation of the 
survey’s structural design and illustrates how the various 
components of the survey relate to the data presented in 
(Tables 3–7) within the findings section.

Interviews

Given the kindergarten teachers’ feedback that visual arts 
instruction was challenging to implement creatively and 
playfully due to their limited training in visual arts education 
(Leung, 2018), we also ponder whether there are additional 
obstacles that might impede their effective implementation 
of EVAE. An in-depth interview protocol was designed to 
elicit the participating teachers’ experiences, perceptions, 
and challenges regarding their visual arts teaching in Hong 
Kong kindergartens. The interview protocol included the 
following questions, e.g., (1) What are your beliefs about 
providing visual arts activities to children? (2) What kind of 
knowledge do you possess about the subject matter of visual 
arts? (3) What types of art have you introduced to children 
in your visual arts activities? (4) Are there any methods 
you employ to offer more artistic experiences to children or 
foster their creativity when teaching visual arts? (5) Have 
you encountered any challenges while teaching visual arts 
in kindergartens?

Table 1  Background 
Characteristics of the Teacher 
Participants

Teacher participant 
(pseudonym)

Gender Educational qualification in early 
childhood education

Type of school

A Female Bachelor’s level Full-day nursery school
B Female Bachelor’s level Full-day nursery school
C Female High diploma level Full-day nursery school
D Female High diploma level Full-day nursery school
E Female High diploma level Full-day nursery school
F Female Bachelor’s level Full-day nursery school
G Female Bachelor’s level Full-day nursery school
H Female High diploma level Half-day kindergarten
I Female High diploma level Half-day kindergarten
J Female Bachelor’s level Half-day kindergarten
K Female Bachelor’s level Half-day kindergarten
L Female Bachelor’s level Half-day kindergarten



Early Childhood Visual Arts Education: Teachers’ Content Knowledge, Pedagogical Content…

1 3

Follow-up questions were asked to clarify or elaborate on 
the participants’ responses. Each interview lasted for 40 min, 
and approximately 480 min of interview data were collected. 
Our research involved conducting a thematic analysis of the 
qualitative data, with the objectives of identifying, analyz-
ing, and documenting patterns inherent in the data. This 
analytical process comprised six distinct phases: acquaint-
ing ourselves with the gathered data, creating initial codes, 
exploring thematic patterns, reviewing identified themes, 
defining and naming those themes, and ultimately generating 
a comprehensive report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Initially, 
we coded and categorized the qualitative responses into 
main themes, and the percentages presented in the results 
were based on the frequency of each theme. To minimize 
researcher bias, two researchers independently analyzed the 
data. The first researcher examined the transcripts to iden-
tify codes related to the teachers’ EVAE beliefs and prac-
tices. The researcher calculated the frequency of different 
codes in the transcripts, grouped similar codes, and further 
summarized them into sub-themes. The second researcher 
independently reviewed and verified the categorizations, 
and both researchers then discussed any discrepancies in 
their analyses. Through these discussions, they reached a 
consensus on the final categorizations of the interview data.

Findings

The quantitative findings of this study were derived from the 
survey, which measured several dimensions. These dimen-
sions included (1) beliefs about EVAE, (2) pedagogical 

knowledge in EVA classrooms, (3) content knowledge in 
EVA, and (4) teachers’ perceived challenges in EVA. More 
specific details regarding these findings will be discussed in 
the following sections.

Beliefs About EVAE

Overall, the teachers expressed the belief that EVA activi-
ties should primarily focus on fostering children’s creativ-
ity (M = 3.64, SD = 0.69) rather than delivering knowledge 
(M = 2.83, SD = 0.56), demonstrating skills (M = 3.11, 
SD = 0.55), or assessing abilities (M = 3.18, SD = 0.52). 
As shown in Table 3, six survey items were designed to 
investigate the beliefs of the kindergarten teachers regard-
ing the reasons for delivering EVA activities. The teach-
ers responded by rating the statements on a Likert scale, 
ranging from 1 = “strongly disagree” to 4 = “strongly agree.” 
Most of them agreed or strongly agreed on the positive influ-
ences (M = 3.38 or above) that EVA could bring to young 
children. In particular, 94.75% (73.18% strongly agree and 
21.57% agree) supported the delivery of EVA activities for 
motivating children’s creativity. Moreover, 93.26% (63.64% 
strongly agree and 29.62% agree) claimed that they deliv-
ered EVA activities to allow children to appreciate arts in 
different ways.

Table 3 also shows nine statements designed to investi-
gate the beliefs of the kindergarten teachers regarding the 
elements of delivering EVA activities. Over 94.18% agreed 
or strongly agreed with all the statements. Most of them 
recognized that these elements were essential for teaching 
young children EVA (e.g., providing materials [M = 3.53, 

Table 2  Structural Design of the Survey

Dimensions Specifications Tables shown in the finidings section

Demographic data of teachers Age, gender, qualifications, year(s) of teaching 
experience, type of kindergarten, class level 
taught this year, mode of work, position of 
work, previous training in visual arts

Beliefs about EVAE • Beliefs about delivering visual arts activities 
to children

• Importance of various aspects for delivering 
visual arts activities to children

Table 3
Teachers’ Beliefs and Perceived Importance of 

Delivering EVA Activities

Pedagogical knowledge in EVA classrooms Frequency of performing behaviors in visual 
arts classrooms based on the ECTBO instru-
ment (Wen et al., 2011)

Table 4
Kindergarten Teachers’ Self-Reported Directive 

vs. Non-Directive Teaching Behaviors in EVA 
Lessons

Content knowledge of EVA • Understanding of elements of visual arts
• Understanding of historical periods of visual 

arts
• Frequency of delivering forms of visual arts 

activity

Table 5
Teacher’s Self-Assessed Content Knowledge of 

Visual Arts
Table 6
Self-Reported Frequency of EVA Activities per 

Month
Teachers’ perceived challenges in EVA Challenges of delivering visual arts in kinder-

garten classrooms
Table 7
Teachers’ Perceived Challenges in EVAE



 S. Leung et al.

1 3

SD = 0.57] and offering children choices to create or express 
[M = 3.55, SD = 0.54]). The importance of EVA motivated 
the teachers to carry out EVA activities with young chil-
dren. Specifically, 99.41% claimed that EVAE required both 
adequate time (M = 3.74, SD = 0.45) and space (M = 3.69, 
SD = 0.48) for children’s art-making processes. By con-
trast, less-favorable responses were given to some elements 
of delivering EVA activities, including delivering knowl-
edge (23.68% unimportant), demonstrating skills (10.53% 
unimportant), and assessing children’s abilities (7.6% 
unimportant).

Pedagogical Content Knowledge in EVA Classrooms

Meanwhile, when compared to non-directive approaches, 
the teachers reported using directive teaching approaches 
less frequently in EVA. In this section, the redesigned 
ECTBO framework was used to investigate specific teaching 
approaches in visual arts kindergarten classrooms (Leung 
et al., 2023). For the 14 teaching behaviors listed, the teach-
ers gave answers regarding how often they adopted each 
of them in their EVA lessons. Eight were directive behav-
iors, and the remaining six were non-directive. The teachers 
responded by rating their frequency of adopting each item 

within a period of 1 month. They rated the statements on a 
Likert scale, ranging from 0 = “never” to 4 = “every day.”

As Table  4 shows, compared to the non-directive 
approaches, the teachers reported a lower behavioral fre-
quency of directive teaching approaches in EVA. Threat-
ening (M = 0.94, SD = 0.91) and doing for (M = 0.99, 
SD = 0.95) were avoided by most teachers, with 36.20% and 
35.69% reporting that they never carried out these respec-
tive activities. However, some teachers threatened (41.25%), 
punished (40.88%), and did for children (39.23%) once a 
month or less. Regarding the directive teaching behaviors 
of demonstrating, giving directions, and asking closed ques-
tions, these were performed once a week by 48.97%, 45.59%, 
and 34.42% of the teachers, respectively. The most frequent 
directive approach was praising or rewarding children, and 
35.69% of the teachers carried out this approach every day.

The teachers were relatively supportive of non-directive 
teaching approaches. Some non-directive behaviors, such 
as observing (43.49%), asking open questions (42.77%), 
and scaffolding children (35.29%), were used every day. 
However, 36.2% of the participants reported that they never 
encouraged children in EVA lessons (M = 2.99, SD = 0.90). 
While 39.12% reported that they offered choice to children 

Table 3  Teachers’ Beliefs and Perceived Importance of Delivering EVA Activities (N = 342)

The table displays the mean and SD values in descending order

Strongly 
disagree 
(1)

Disagree (2) Agree (3) Strongly agree (4) M (SD)

My belief about delivering early childhood visual arts activities is that it.
 Motivates children’s creativity 3.50% 1.75% 21.57% 73.18% 3.64 (0.69)
 Allows children to appreciate arts in different ways 3.23% 3.52% 29.62% 63.64% 3.54 (0.72)
 Encourages children to express their feelings using arts as a 

medium
2.63% 2.34% 34.21% 60.82% 3.53 (0.68)

 Encourages children to share their viewpoints and thoughts 2.94% 2.35% 34.71% 60.00% 3.52 (0.69)
 Respects the personal character of each child 2.63% 4.39% 32.75% 60.23% 3.51 (0.71)
 Promotes children’s cognitive development 1.75% 2.92% 50.58% 44.74% 3.38 (0.63)

Very 
unimpor-
tant (1)

Unimportant (2) Important (3) Very important (4) M (SD)

The importance of delivering early childhood visual arts activities lies in.
 Providing adequate time 0.00% 0.58% 24.56% 74.85% 3.74 (0.45)
 Providing sufficient space 0.00% 0.59% 29.91% 69.50% 3.69 (0.48)
 Exhibiting children’s artworks 0.00% 1.75% 32.75% 65.50% 3.64 (0.52)
 Encouraging children’s observation 0.00% 0.58% 39.94% 59.48% 3.59 (0.50)
 Offering children choices to create or express 0.00% 2.35% 40.59% 57.06% 3.55 (0.54)
 Providing materials 0.00% 3.53% 40.29% 56.18% 3.53 (0.57)
 Assessing children’s abilities 0.58% 7.60% 65.50% 26.32% 3.18 (0.52)
 Demonstrating skills 0.00% 10.53% 68.42% 21.05% 3.11 (0.55)
 Delivering knowledge 0.58% 23.68% 67.84% 7.89% 2.83 (0.56)
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(M = 2.72, SD = 0.97), 11.18% never offered choice to chil-
dren or did so once a month or less.

Content Knowledge in EVA

Based on the survey data, it was found that the kindergarten 
teachers had an imbalanced knowledge of the fundamen-
tal elements of visual arts and a limited understanding of 
art history. The survey examined their self-assessed famili-
arity with art-related content knowledge. Their levels of 
familiarity regarding art elements were rated on a scale of 
1 to 4, ranging from “very unfamiliar” to “very familiar.” 
The art-related content knowledge included basic artistic 
elements and the history of visual arts. As Table 5 shows, 
the basic elements of visual arts covered a wide range of 
aspects: colors (M = 3.10, SD = 0.45), shapes (M = 3.07, 
SD = 0.44), lines (M = 3.06, SD = 0.47), patterns (M = 3.00, 
SD = 0.48), space (M = 2.86, SD = 0.54), textures (M = 2.82, 
SD = 0.53), brightness (M = 2.79, SD = 0.59), composition 
(M = 2.73, SD = 0.60), and form (M = 2.65, SD = 0.58). Of 
the nine basic visual arts elements, the teachers reported 
that they were familiar with colors (80.06% acquired and 
15.25% fully acquired), shapes (81.29% acquired and 
12.87% fully acquired), lines (78.36% acquired and 13.74% 
fully acquired), and patterns (79.53% acquired and 10.53% 
fully acquired). These four elements, especially colors, are 
common in EVA activities designed for young children. 
Form and composition were the top two elements with 
which the teachers were unfamiliar: 37.13% and 30.99% of 

the respondents stated that they had acquired these respec-
tive elements “a bit.”

Along with the basic elements of visual arts, art history 
forms an important kind of visual arts content knowledge. 
The teachers’ levels of familiarity with art history were also 
rated on a scale of 1 to 4, ranging from “very unfamiliar” 
to “very familiar.” All reported that they were unfamiliar 
with different periods of art history (M = 2.23 or below). 
They rated 11 periods of art history (Renaissance, Baroque, 
Impressionism, Pop Art, etc.) according to their levels of 
understanding (Table 5). In terms of their responses, 74.87% 
claimed that they had not fully acquired knowledge—or 
had acquired just a bit of knowledge—of these schools of 
thought in art history. The teachers were relatively more 
familiar with Abstract Expressionism (31.49% acquired), 
Renaissance (31.09% acquired), Pop Art (30.61% acquired), 
and Realism (30.61% acquired). They reported that they had 
not fully acquired knowledge—or had acquired just a bit of 
knowledge—of three schools of thought: Post-Impression-
ism (66.08% acquired a bit and 20.47% not fully acquired), 
Expressionism (62.28% acquired a bit and 21.64% not fully 
acquired), and conceptual arts (62.97% acquired a bit and 
19.24% not fully acquired).

Additionally, they reported infrequent implementation of 
a wide range of visual arts activities. As shown in Table 6, 
their frequency of conducting EVA activities was rated on 
a scale of 0 to 4, ranging from “never” to “every day.” All 
reported that they conducted EVA activities less than once a 
week (M = 1.75 or below; i.e., less than four times a month). 

Table 4  Kindergarten Teachers’ Pedagogical Content Knowledge through Self-Reported Directive vs. Non-Directive Teaching Behaviors in 
EVA Lessons (N = 342)

The table displays the mean and SD values in descending order

Never (0) Once a month or 
less (1)

Once a week (2) More than once a 
week (3)

Every day (4) M (SD)

Directive teaching behaviors
 Praise/reward 0.29% 2.95% 20.35% 40.71% 35.69% 3.09 (0.84)
 Give information 1.18% 10.32% 39.82% 38.05% 10.62% 2.47 (0.86)
 Demonstrate 2.65% 15.63% 48.97% 27.43% 5.31% 2.17 (0.85)
 Ask closed questions 8.01% 26.11% 34.42% 26.41% 5.04% 1.94 (1.02)
 Give directions 6.47% 23.24% 45.59% 21.18% 3.53% 1.92 (0.92)
 Punish 29.12% 40.88% 19.71% 10.00% 0.29% 1.11 (0.95)
 Do for 35.69% 39.23% 16.02% 7.96% 0.59% 0.99 (0.95)
 Threaten 36.20% 41.25% 16.02% 5.64% 0.89% 0.94 (0.91)

Non-directive teaching behaviors
 Observe children 0.89% 2.37% 14.50% 38.76% 43.49% 3.22 (0.84)
 Ask open questions 0.59% 3.54% 15.93% 37.17% 42.77% 3.18 (0.87)
 Scaffold 0.29% 3.53% 18.53% 42.35% 35.29% 3.09 (0.84)
 Encourage 36.20% 41.25% 16.02% 5.64% 0.89% 2.99 (0.90)
 Offer choice 1.47% 9.71% 26.76% 39.12% 22.94% 2.72 (0.97)
 Play with children 0.88% 10.59% 31.18% 36.76% 20.59% 2.66 (0.95)
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Three activities had a relatively higher weekly usage: draw-
ing (33.53%), paper cutting (22.51%), and collage art 
(24.34%). Overall, drawing (M = 1.75, SD = 0.94), photo 
taking (M = 1.63, SD = 1.32), and collage art (M = 1.43, 
SD = 0.87) were the most common activities chosen by the 
teachers. Over 50% held drawing activities at least once 
a week. Indeed, 17.78% of them did this more than once 
a week, while 3.79% did it every day. However, 60.53% 
and 52.48% of the teachers never carried out sculpting or 

sketching activities, respectively, with young children, while 
36.26% and 40.82% carried out these respective activities 
once a month or less. These were the least common arts 
activities of the kindergarten teachers.

Teachers may find it challenging to regularly provide 
diverse visual arts activities if they lack knowledge of the 
fundamental elements and history of visual arts. How-
ever, the creation of artworks is influenced by the princi-
ples rooted in these basic elements, and understanding the 

Table 5  Teachers’ Self-Assessed Content Knowledge in Visual Arts (N = 342)

The table displays the mean and SD values in descending order

Very unfamiliar (1) Unfamiliar (2) Familiar (3) Very familiar (4) M (SD)

To what extent are you familiar with the following basic elements in visual arts?
 Color 0.29% 4.40% 80.06% 15.25% 3.10 (0.45)
 Shape 0.29% 5.56% 81.29% 12.87% 3.07 (0.44)
 Line 0.29% 7.60% 78.36% 13.74% 3.06 (0.47)
 Pattern 0.29% 9.65% 79.53% 10.53% 3.00 (0.48)
 Space 0.59% 21.11% 70.38% 7.92% 2.86 (0.54)
 Texture 0.58% 22.81% 70.47% 6.14% 2.82 (0.53)
 Brightness 0.58% 28.07% 63.16% 8.19% 2.79 (0.59)
 Composition 1.46% 30.99% 61.11% 6.43% 2.73 (0.60)
 Form 1.17% 37.13% 57.60% 4.09% 2.65 (0.58)

To what extent are you familiar with the following schools of thought in art history?
 Pop art 15.45% 49.85% 30.61% 4.08% 2.23 (0.76)
 Abstract expressionism 15.16% 50.73% 31.49% 2.62% 2.22 (0.73)
 Realism 15.16% 52.19% 30.61% 2.04% 2.20 (0.71)
 Renaissance 17.01% 50.73% 31.09% 1.17% 2.16 (0.71)
 Impressionism 18.13% 54.68% 24.27% 2.92% 2.12 (0.73)
 Surrealism 18.18% 57.77% 21.11% 2.93% 2.09 (0.71)
 Romanticism 19.01% 56.73% 22.51% 1.75% 2.07 (0.69)
 Conceptual art 19.24% 62.97% 16.03% 1.75% 2.00 (0.65)
 Baroque 21.35% 58.77% 19.01% 0.88% 1.99 (0.66)
 Expressionism 21.64% 62.28% 14.91% 1.17% 1.96 (0.64)
 Post-impressionism 20.47% 66.08% 11.99% 1.46% 1.94 (0.62)

Table 6  Self-Reported 
Frequency of EVA Activities 
per Month (N = 342)

The table displays the mean and SD values in descending order

Never (0) Once a 
month or 
less (1)

Once a week (2) More than 
once a week 
(3)

Every day (4) M (SD)

Drawing 5.83% 39.07% 33.53% 17.78% 3.79% 1.75 (0.94)
Photography 22.74% 32.94% 13.70% 19.53% 11.08% 1.63 (1.32)
Collage art 10.85% 50.44% 24.34% 14.08% 0.29% 1.43 (0.87)
Paper cutting 13.45% 49.71% 22.51% 12.28% 2.05% 1.40 (0.94)
Video 28.28% 39.94% 16.03% 13.70% 2.04% 1.21 (1.06)
Junk art 27.11% 55.98% 11.66% 4.66% 0.58% 0.96 (0.79)
Printing 42.35% 50.88% 5.88% 0.88% 0.00% 0.65 (0.63)
Sketching 52.48% 40.82% 5.83% 0.29% 0.58% 0.56 (0.67)
Sculpting 60.53% 36.26% 2.63% 0.58% 0.00% 0.43 (0.58)
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historical context of art is crucial for grasping its philosophi-
cal paradigm shifts over time. Thus, both the basic elements 
and history of visual arts are important in EVAE.

Perceived Challenges in EVAE

The teachers faced challenges due to their lack of content 
knowledge, which could be attributed to the limited educa-
tion and professional development opportunities in visual 
arts. Table 7 shows the teachers’ responses concerning the 
challenges of teaching EVA to young children in kindergar-
ten settings. A four-point Likert scale was adopted, ranging 
from 1 = “very unlikely” to 4 = “very likely.” The following 
items were seen as likely or very likely to be a challenge: 
receiving an inadequate training in visual arts (94.46%, 
M = 3.31, SD = 0.57), acquiring a limited knowledge of 
visual arts (84.84%, M = 3.09, SD = 0.65), relying too much 
on a step-by-step teaching approach (81.92%, M = 3.05, 
SD = 0.65), being equipped with limited skills and tools in 
visual arts (81.63%, M = 3.01, SD = 0.64), and having a very 
tight teaching schedule in kindergarten (81.28%, M = 3.14, 
SD = 0.75).

Four themes were derived from the qualitative findings in 
the interview study: (1) positive beliefs and values toward 
EVAE, (2) minimal pedagogical content knowledge in EVA 
classrooms, (3) lack of content knowledge of EVAE, and (4) 
challenges faced in implementing EVAE.

Positive Beliefs and Values Toward EVAE

While teachers from the survey findings held positive beliefs 
and perceived the importance of delivering EVA activities, 
the interview participants also held positive beliefs toward 
EVAE. As one teacher stated, “when children have more 
chance to create their arts, they have ways to express their 
negative feelings. They seem to have a more stable emo-
tional status. They become less easily irritated” (Teacher B). 
Another teacher claimed that they delivered EVA activities 
to allow children to appreciate arts in different ways:

Art provides a way to express emotions and commu-
nicate our own ideas. . . . Masterpiece appreciation 
activities let children learn how to appreciate various 
types of arts. Sometimes, when children finish their 
artworks, they are allowed to share their works with 
others. This allows them to present their own ideas 
and, at the same time, learn to respect and appreciate 
others’ creations. (Teacher A)

In implementing EVA activities, the teachers also stressed 
the importance of child-centeredness for children’s art-mak-
ing processes:

My stance is to not directly give instructions to chil-
dren. . . . We cannot force them to follow our steps. 
We can provide some references for them and guide 
them to explore. We encourage them to observe the 
environment and make use of their daily experiences 
to create their artworks. Unlike adults, children have 
high levels of creativity and do not have a frame to 
limit themselves. (Teacher C)

Minimal Pedagogical Content Knowledge in EVA 
Classrooms

Although teachers reported that they tend to perform non-
directive teaching methods as their pedagogical content 
knowledge in EVA classrooms, the teachers in the interviews 
provided explanations for their insufficient implementation 
of non-directive teaching methods for different reasons:

Although we set up quite a lot of different materials, 
we seldom ask children to choose. We are afraid that 
different children will choose various materials or that 
all children will choose a single kind of source that 
will mess up the classroom. (Teacher G)
The process of art making requires a long period of 
time. You need to provide enough time for children to 
do it. (Teacher D)

Table 7  Teachers’ Perceived Challenges in EVAE (N = 342)

The table displays the mean and SD values in descending order

Very unlikely (1) Unlikely (2) Likely (3) Very likely (4) M (SD)

Receiving inadequate training in visual arts 0.00% 5.54% 57.73% 36.73% 3.31 (0.57)
Having a very tight teaching schedule in kindergarten 1.46% 17.25% 46.78% 34.50% 3.14 (0.75)
Lack of attention from school managers to visual arts teaching 21.87% 44.90% 30.61% 2.62% 3.14 (0.78)
Acquiring limited knowledge of visual arts 0.87% 14.29% 59.48% 25.36% 3.09 (0.65)
Relying too much on a step-by-step teaching approach 0.29% 17.78% 58.89% 23.03% 3.05 (0.65)
Being equipped with limited skills and tools in visual arts 0.58% 17.78% 61.22% 20.41% 3.01 (0.64)
Overemphasizing handcrafts in teacher education 0.87% 24.49% 54.23% 20.41% 2.94 (0.69)
Lack of attention from parents to children’s learning in visual arts 2.92% 22.74% 58.60% 15.74% 2.87 (0.70)
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Lack of Content Knowledge of EVAE

Similar to the survey findings, the teachers reported in the 
interviews that they lacked arts-related content knowledge in 
visual arts to design and implement EVA activities. Accord-
ing to one teacher, “I think that most kindergarten teachers 
have a little but not adequate knowledge about visual arts. 
Children’s development of arts is important. Teachers with 
professional knowledge in this subject would better facilitate 
their development” (Teacher E). Another teacher stated the 
following:

I have not received any visual arts training since my 
Secondary Three (i.e., Form 3 of the Hong Kong sec-
ondary education). I studied science subjects for my 
advanced-level examination. After that, there are few 
sessions about visual arts in the bachelor’s degree in 
early childhood education, which were about paper-
cutting and printing skills. These sessions do not cover 
art history at all. I felt very anxious when our principal 
asked us to conduct masterpiece appreciation, which 
relates to art history that I don’t know. (Teacher F)

Challenges Faced in Implementing EVAE

According to the survey results, teachers indicated their 
need for more opportunities for professional development 
and education in visual arts. The teachers in the interviews 
highlighted the difficulties they encountered when trying to 
implement EAVE. They specifically mentioned that visual 
arts were undervalued, resulting in inadequate professional 
training in this area.

My kindergarten does not value visual arts. So, I do 
not have much chance and time to explore what other 
arts activities I could do with children. (Teacher I)
Kindergarten teachers lack the knowledge needed for 
teaching visual arts as a subject. Unlike most primary 
and secondary school teachers, kindergarten teachers 
did not receive professional training in visual arts. It 
makes teaching arts difficult for us. (Teacher L)

Discussion

In this study, the objective was to provide the academic com-
munity with the first understanding of the current state of 
EVAE content knowledge and pedagogical content knowl-
edge proposed within the Hong Kong kindergarten teaching 
community. It eludes the potential difficulties they encoun-
ter to enable future efforts and policy decisions informed 
by empirical data. The results indicated that Hong Kong 
kindergarten teachers generally demonstrated pedagogical 
content knowledge through non-directive teaching in early 

visual arts classrooms. However, they exhibited gaps in their 
understanding of different forms of EVA and encountered 
challenges in effectively teaching visual arts.

This study provides an overview of EVAE in Hong Kong, 
specifically in relation to kindergarten teachers’ content 
knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and challenges in this 
area of early childhood education. The survey revealed that 
some teachers struggled to introduce different genres of vis-
ual arts to young children, despite holding positive attitudes 
toward EVAE. Meanwhile, it indicated that teachers tend to 
favor non-directive teaching methods, in contrast to previ-
ous research that teachers frequently employ direct teaching 
approaches. In this study, the findings revealed encouraging 
changes in teachers’ practices, indicating a positive shift 
towards embracing EVAE. However, the teachers’ confi-
dence in their content knowledge hinders them from fully 
implementing pedagogical strategies in their teaching. The 
interviews echoed the survey findings, indicating that most 
of the kindergarten teachers lacked sufficient visual arts con-
tent knowledge, such as basic artistic elements, art history, 
and art forms. Consequently, they did not effectively imple-
ment EVAE to expand children’s interests and experiences 
in exploring visual arts. Although the teachers reported 
applying their pedagogical knowledge in the classroom, 
their pedagogical content knowledge was limited by their 
insufficient content knowledge, which negatively impacted 
their visual arts self-efficacy (Denee et al., 2023).

Although several overseas studies have shown that arts 
participation has a strong positive influence on children’s 
learning (Menzer, 2015), few studies have focused on arts-
related education in Hong Kong. In recent decades, local 
early childhood scholars have instead emphasized language 
and cognitive development. By contrast, this study makes 
a valuable contribution to the advancement of early child-
hood education curriculum by advocating for the inclusion 
of visual arts as a key priority in children’s learning expe-
riences. In particular, the importance of arts education in 
Hong Kong is now officially recognized, and the concepts 
of STEAM (i.e., an integrated learning approach to science, 
technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics) have been 
discussed and applied in secondary, primary, and even kin-
dergarten education (Reitenbach, 2015). Indeed, in addition 
to facilitating the production of innovative works in an aes-
thetic manner, digital arts have the potential to occupy a 
new position as part of the “A” in STEAM. Despite this, 
arts education in early childhood has received little atten-
tion in Hong Kong (Leung, 2018). This study has brought a 
fresh perspective to this area of education by studying Hong 
Kong kindergarten teachers’ knowledge of and pedagogies 
in visual arts, including both fine arts (Bresler, 1998) and 
media arts (Fleer, 2016). Hence, it is advisable for kinder-
garten teachers to broaden their horizons and enhance the 
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scope of visual arts education by seeking greater exposure 
and gaining more experience in fine arts and media arts.

The most critical aspect for the success of EVAE is advo-
cacy of teacher education in visual arts. The studies con-
ducted by (Lindsay, 2021) and (Denee, 2022) revealed that 
graduate teachers teaching visual arts held negative beliefs 
and a negative self-efficacy regarding visual arts pedagogies, 
which were attributed to the limited and insufficient visual 
arts content of their pre-service coursework. These findings 
supported previous research identifying a decline in visual 
arts coursework in pre-service contexts (Moilanen & Mer-
tala, 2020). It is, therefore, imperative for teacher education 
programs to incorporate aspects of EVAE such as material 
physicality and the historical context of visual arts into their 
pre-service coursework.

Finally, EVAE cannot be well implemented without 
the support of school management. According to Prob-
ine (2016), when the leader in an early childhood educa-
tion setting showed a commitment to using visual arts as a 
learning tool, the teachers tended to develop strong visual 
arts teaching strategies. By contrast, when leaders possess 
insufficient confidence, skills, and experience in arts educa-
tion, it is likely that the quality of the provided arts educa-
tion will be compromised (Lindsay, 2016). School manag-
ers should strive to enhance their understanding of EVAE 
in order to effectively collaborate with their teaching staff 
within schools.

Conclusion

This study provides the research and teaching community 
with the first data-informed state of early childhood educa-
tors in the Hong Kong setting, showing the need to develop 
their teaching practices. However, this study has several 
notable limitations that should be highlighted. We encoun-
tered a limitation in our study regarding the effectiveness 
of the interview tool we used. Although the quantitative 
aspect of the tool can still be utilized, it would be advan-
tageous to refine it further. This refinement could involve 
incorporating triangulation methods or establishing a more 
specific objective, which would contribute to enhancing 
the statistical findings. Also, this study only revealed a lim-
ited understanding of teachers’ self-reported competencies 
and perceptions on EVAE in a linear manner. To explore 
the relationships between teachers’ self-efficacy, content 
knowledge, and teaching approaches, it is recommended 
that future researchers utilize inferential statistics analysis. 
In the long run, professional development programs should 
be designed as interventions that investigate how teacher 
training can be helpful in improving teachers’ subject-matter 
knowledge in EVA.

The results of this research could have a substantial 
impact on approaches to early childhood visual arts educa-
tion in Hong Kong. The findings could inspire the design of 
a teacher education program in visual arts that is adaptable 
to the needs of teachers and is conducted in collaboration 
with existing teacher education institutes and kindergartens 
in Hong Kong. This study has the potential to improve the 
quality of visual arts teaching among local kindergarten 
teachers and provide insights for educational policymaking 
in Hong Kong. The study’s examination of EVA in Hong 
Kong could have wider implications for other parts of the 
Asia–Pacific region. The insights gained from this study may 
also offer valuable lessons for Western educators, policy-
makers, and researchers.
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